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Good morning! This may be the very last place I would have ever imagined myself, but after some 
prodding and prayer, here I am to tell you the Campbell's condensed version my story. So here it goes: 

"Pain insists upon being attended to," C.S. Lewis once wrote, "God whispers to us in our pleasures, 
speaks to us in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: It is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world." 
(The Problem of Pain, 1940). 

This wrestling with God over illness and death was a constant in my life and frankly it still is. 1 only 
wish it were until dawn like Jacob's wrestling match in Genesis. Part of me feels that it would be easier 
if I could just walk away with a limp and be done with it. Instead, I wrestle. Early on, I learned to push 
every negative feeling and any questioning to the back of my mind to deal with later, because that's 
what I was taught to do. Don't feel; don't show emotion; be strong and you won't have to rely on 
anyone. You never know when they won't be there anymore. 

I want to read you something from my local newspaper dated December 1, 1986. For those of you trying 
to figure out if I was even alive, I was two year old. 

"Mrs. Gayla S. Zurcher, 34 of 4251 Claridge Drive, died of cancer Sunday evening at her home after an 18- 
month illness. 

Mrs. Zurcher was born Sept. 30, 1952, in Youngstown, a daughter of George and Pauline Obenauf Miller. 
She was a member of the Redeemer Lutheran Church. 

Besides her husband, Don W., whom she married Oct. 18, 1975, she leaves her parents of Boardman; a son 
Joshua, and a daughter, Jessica, both at home; a step-son, Matthew Zurcher of North Lima, and a 
brother, Doug of Scituate, Mass." 

I know that most of you are thinking, "Wow. Way to start on such a downer." Yeah... Sorry about that. 
But, 1 know that I can't tell my story without letting you into the deep, dark places. However, there is a 
great Light in these dark places who redeems and claims them as His own. 

My mother's death is one of the deepest wounds on my soul. This is one of those wounds has been 
reopened by bitterness and anger over the years, just when 1 thought 1 was done healing. There is not a 
single day that I'm not reminded that 1 am a motherless child. Often I feel cheated. In the depths of my 
soul I find myself asking "Why did it have to be my mom that died? It's just not fair. You mean to tell 
me that this was part of the plan?" 

Death is not fun. But it sure did put the fun in dysfunctional for my family. You want to know what 
death did to my family? It silently tore us apart. According to my aunt, up until the week before my 
mother died, my dad and my grandparents lived in denial of the situation they were facing. They didn't 
want to believe that my mom was going to die, so they acted like it wasn't a possibility. "God will heal 
you" is the response she got every time she would bring up the "after I'm gone" conversation. She knew 
she wasn't going to make it and wanted to make plans for when she was gone, but nobody wanted to 
hear that kind of talk. So when she died, everybody was in shock and our collective world fell apart. 

Now, 1 was too young to remember how my dad and grandparents grieved. What I do know is that 
they never really talked about my mom. Maybe a vague memory every now and then, but only if asked. 
As I grew older, 1 could see the pain in their expressions when 1 asked about her, so 1 just stopped 
asking. My dad practically shut down emotionally. 1 don't blame him. He was suddenly a single parent 
of two small children with too many people trying to give him advice on how to raise his kids that he 
just let everyone else do the raising. With no single authority figure, my brother and I fended for 
ourselves and had to grow up way too fast. Don't get me wrong. 1 love my dad to pieces and he did the 
best he knew how to. Unfortunately, he had two very stubborn children. We pushed the boundaries 
and met little to no resistance. As we grew older, I stopped pushing and started to strive to be the 
perfect child. And as long as my brother was getting into more trouble than me I could fly just below 
the radar. It's not hard to be the angelic child when your brother is the one who ended up in Juvie for 
three days. 
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So where was God in all of this? Well, He was around, carefully guiding and crafting... and making sure 1 
didn't die. Before my mom passed, my grandparents promised her that they would take my brother and 
me to church every Sunday. And they did - sometimes by dragging us, kicking and screaming. Luckily, 
my grandpa took pity on me and sometimes let me nap on his shoulder. It was the 8:15am service after 
all. When I reached 6 C grade, I was old enough to be in the junior high youth group. It was so cool to 
be "in the youth group." It was here that I met adults and other kids my age that were excited about 
God, wanted to learn about Him and serve Him. I had always considered myself a Christian. After all, I 
did grow up in a "Christian family" that went to church every Sunday. But, it was then that I really 
understood what it meant to be a Christian and I wanted to live that way so I asked Christ to be the 
Lord and Savior of my life. It was at youth group that I met this kid named Chris. Little did I know that 
we would become such good friends. But I'll come back to Chris in a minute. 

Fast forward a couple years. 

High school: Some would pay money to go back and re-live their high school days; I would pay money 
to not go back and re-live my high school days. My emotions were all over the place. My brother 
practically disowned me, my half-brother was in and out of our lives so often that I stopped trying to 
keep track of where he was, and my dad was either working or with his girlfriend. If it weren't for 
youth group and my friends there I would have been incredibly lonely. Unfortunately, somewhere 
between middle school and high school God had become my personal genie in a bottle. "God, please let 
me pass my test." Check. "Please don't let the principal give me detention for being late too many 
times..." That box is still unchecked. "God, please help my brother get home safe." Check. Sometimes it 
was easier to do my own thing and ask for forgiveness than to "be good." 

I did some pretty stupid things, including staying out until the wee hours of the morning and underage 
drinking (never getting drunk mind you, I was still the good girl). But lucky for me, I had my brother to 
keep everyone looking the other way. If it weren't for God placing an incredible youth pastor in my life, 
I'm sure I would not be where I am, yet alone have the meaningful faith I have today. I felt Christ 
loving me through this man, despite all my faults and doubts. He cared about me and my well-being 
more than anyone. I know my family cared about me over the long term but they seemed either 
indifferent about who I was in the here-and-now or wanted me to change. My youth pastor kept on me 
about what I was reading, listening to, and watching as well as what I was learning about God and 
what God wanted me to know about Him. My "life's verse," if you will, became Romans 8:28, "For all 
thing work together for the good of those who love God and are called according to His purpose." 

I was finally getting my head on straight and getting a grasp on life... And then my world was rocked, 
again. 

On Thanksgiving Day in 2000, when I was 16 and a junior in high school, one of my best friends, Chris 
Sutton, lost his fight with cancer. Tuesday evening, the night before he never woke up, a couple friends 
and I watched Toy Story 2 with him. Just hanging out and having a good time, relatively speaking. By 
this point, Chris had been discharged from the hospital into Hospice care. Because the cancer had 
returned on the base of his brain, he lost sight in one of his eyes so he had to wear one of those pirate 
patches (which we all laughed about). He couldn't walk. Talking tired him, though his mind was still 
sharp. His body was failing. But this kid was fearless. He lived his short life with this motto: No fears, 
no regrets, just a future with a promise. He knew his time on this earth was limited, so he did what 
most kids never have to think about: he planned his own funeral. He wanted to make sure everybody 
knew that Jesus Christ was the Lord of his life and God had a plan for him even in his death. Still, we all 
wept when we heard the news. We had prayed so hard for his healing, and over the course of three 
years he did go into remission not just once, but twice. But each time we thought he was in the clear, 
the cancer came back in a different place and stronger than before. 

"God, how could You let this happen? He's just a kid, like me. He didn't even get to finish high school." 

There was that old wound death left behind being opened up again. I was very angry with God for a 
long time after Chris died. This was the second time that God didn't spare someone close to me. But 
who was I kidding? Though I prayed so hard that God would heal Chris, deep down, in a tiny little 
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corner of my heart, I would wonder, "what if He doesn't heal Chris? It's entirely possible that He 
won't." Daily, 1 was reminded that it wasn't a guaranteed thing, this healing stuff. 

But I asked, God didn't answer. 1 listened, He was silent. 

Those were the days that 1 drew lines around my faith, to keep God out, to keep me in, and to keep it 
safe. 

I still lived the good Christian life on the outside. I even decided to attend a Christian college. It wasn't 
worth it to be the rebel. 1 witnessed first-hand what being the rebel got you. But on the inside, I was a 
mess. I was incredibly angry and bitter and sad. Over time my relationship with God became civil. 
Getting out of my house and away from Youngstown was probably the best thing for me. It was a 
chance to start living my life the way I wanted. With a clean slate, if you will. It was a chance to forget 
the past and move on; a place where I wouldn't be reminded of all of the bad things that had happened 
and the mistakes I had made. And life was good. I became friends with some amazing people and I was 
learning a lot. Not just in my classes, but outside of my classes. I was learning about life and faith and 
how to have them both. I was learning how to make the conditional faith of my family and childhood, 
my own, unconditional faith. I really started to listen for the answers to my questions about pain, 
suffering and death. I also learned that it's okay to question God and to not get a perfect answer or any 
answer at all. 

Just when I thought I understood God's reasoning for dishing out so much pain, September 27, 2003, my 
dad suffered a major heart attack. This was the dead-but-shocked-back-to-life kind of heart attack. I was 
at the football game and someone tracked me down just after halftime. It was like life went into slow 
motion. I couldn't get back to campus fast enough, change and pack fast enough, get to Youngstown 
fast enough. I couldn't think. I couldn't breathe. Yet the only things I remember from the hour-long 
drive to the hospital are reassuring my brother that I was fine to drive and repeating the word "no" 
over and over in my head and sometimes even out loud. 

My dad was in "serious but stable" condition. I don't know about you but that phrase is always 
disconcerting to me. Which way is he leaning? Is it more stable or more serious? Are we moving in the 
stable direction? It was all too vague. Needless to say, I was in crisis mode. Like the best in my family, I 
had managed to revert back and shut out all emotion. When everybody went home for the night to 
sleep, I laid on the hospital's waiting room floor, not sleeping and numb. There weren't enough answers 
for me. "Is he going to survive? What will I do without him? What about taking him to Cleveland? Why 
did the only ambulance equipped to make the drive have to be on the other side of the state?" I wasn't 
even allowed to sleep by his side. Somewhere around 6:00am, a nurse took pity on me and allowed me 
to go sit by my dad's side while he slept. 

And there he was. One of the strongest men I have ever known was asleep, weak and powerless. He 
was on so much medication he could barely stay awake. So I sat next to him and stared out the 
window at the beautiful blue sky. I remember my conversation with God rather vividly. I told God that 
this is not fair. He's all I have. I can't lose my only parent. And I remember thinking that God could take 
my dad if he wanted - it's not up to me. Fairness is not factored into the equation. 

I was crushed. Totally broken with the thought of living the rest of my life without my dad. No college 
graduation. No walking me down the aisle. No seeing where I end up. I didn't want to be the fatherless 
child, too. I was face-to-face with God with nothing to say: only pain and grief filling my heart. 

I was seriously discouraged with the thought of losing my dad. But somewhere in the silent sobbing a 
peace came over me that calmed my heart as I contemplated the worst. It didn't stop me from crying, 
but I knew, whether I believed it or not, that everything would work out the way it was supposed to. 

After a ride to Cleveland Clinic Monday morning at 2:00am, my brother, grandparents, and I along with 
a couple others found ourselves lying on the couches, not really sleeping. Going into the surgery on 
Tuesday, I knew somewhere inside of me that he would be okay. While everyone else was restless, I 
was eerily calm. Looking back I can see the Holy Spirit working within me that week. "Peace that 
surpasses all understanding" doesn't even begin to explain it. Seventy-four hours of no sleep and my 
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dad's triple-bypass later I was finally able to find a place to truly rest. God had let me keep my dad for a 
little while longer. (Oh, and the date of my dad's surgery, September 30 c , would have been my mother's 
51 st birthday.) 

The weeks and months (and years, really) following my dad's surgery I realized that God was shouting 
into my deafness. I had all of the knowledge I would ever need, but still didn't fully grasp the reason for 
illness and death. Though I think I have a better understanding now, it took a lot for me to get to this 
place. And if you're looking for the right answer, I don't think that there is a single "right" answer. I 
don't have the answers to the "why" questions. The only explanation I can offer is this: When we ask 
God for something, sometimes what we want is not how God wants to be glorified in our experiences. 

Looking back at my experiences, I feel that God was leading me down a path that was teaching me to 
trust Him unconditionally and without hesitation. And if that meant taking people out of my life, then 
so be it, because He knows the end. He has the answers even when I don't. God needed to bring me to 
the point of total surrender. He needed me to be in a place where I could not control the outcome. 
From this position I am able to proclaim that even if I don't understand why life unfolds the way it 
does, Christ has the power over life and death and He will use either for His glory. 

So I leave you with this: The effects of pain, suffering, and death are vast and affect no two people the 
same way. But you knew that already. There are still times that I am bitter and angry. I constantly 
worry about getting cancer, because my chances are fairly high. I still question God and I'm pretty sure 
I won't get a straight answer until I meet Him face to face. But knowing all of this about life and about 
myself I also know that God is both big enough and small enough. He is big enough to move 
mountains, part the seas, heal the sick and the lame, and stop the sun in the sky. And as big as the 
Creator of the universe is, He is also small enough to love me through the difficult times and 
unanswered questions. He is small enough to know my pain, doubt, and fear and will weep along with 
me. I cannot deny how faithful God has remained throughout my life, even when I was lost in the dark 
places blinded by the hurt and deafened by the silence. God loved me enough to follow me there and 
carry me when I was too weak to walk. I am thankful for the ways God has revealed Himself in my 
story and I hope and pray that God reveals Himself to you through your experiences no matter how 
good or bad, simple or complex, joyful or painful. 

May the Lord be with you. 

Psalm 13 
John 11:17-37 
Romans 8:18-28 



